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A Short History of Mathematics 

  The ten digit, positional numbering system we use today was 

developed by the Hindus in India between 300 and 500 AD. Around 

the eighth century, Arab mathematicians started to use these 

numbers too. 

Arab mathematicians made a great contribution to the evolution of 

mathematics because they gathered, translated and refined 

knowledge from India, China, Greece, the Babylonian Empire, and 

various cultures within Persia. From Baghdad, this knowledge, 

along with our modern numbering system including the zero, 

migrated to Cairo, Toledo, Cordoba, and finally to western Europe. 

(gather – accumulate) 

The word algebra comes from the Arab word al-jabr, which means 

"the reunion of broken parts". (It also refers to broken bones!) 

Babylonia - an ancient empire in Mesopotamia, a region included in what we 

now call Iraq and Syria. (Mesopotamia comes from the Greek word "between 

two rivers", in this case, the rivers Euphrates and Tigris)  

A Look at Early Mathematics 

The Egyptians 
       The Greeks 

The Chinese 
The Hindus 

The Babylonians 
The Mayas 
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The Egyptians 
 The Egyptians had two systems of writing, hieroglyphic and 

hieratic. The hieroglyphic system was pictorial and was carved in 

stone, so many examples still exist today. (carved - cut into)  

The Egyptian mathematical symbols included:  

• a short piece of rope for the ones.  

• a longer piece of rope in a horseshoe shape  

   for tens. 

• a coil of rope for hundreds. 

• a lotus flower for thousands. 

• a crooked finger for ten-thousands. 

• a tadpole for hundred thousands. 

Very few examples of hieratic writing still survive today, since 

most were painted onto fragile paper called papyrus. (survive -

continue to exist/ live on) 

In Egypt, as in Babylonia, the study of mathematics was important 

for the development of irrigation systems to improve agriculture, 

for trade, in astronomy, in calendar making, and in the division of 

land. (improve- make better)                                         

 

                       The Greeks       

 

 Unlike the Egyptians and Babylonians whose concept of numbers 

included fractions, the Greek system of numbers included only the 

counting numbers (natural numbers). (unlike – not like/in contrast 

with) In their numbering system, the Greeks used the letters of 

their alphabet to represent  numbers.  
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• Ones: the first nine letters of the alphabet                                

• Tens: the next nine letters  

• Hundreds: the last nine letters 

• Thousands: the first nine letters with an accent mark  

For numbers bigger than 10, 000, Greeks used the letter M in front 

of the numbers.  

The Chinese 

 The Chinese used alternating vertical and horizontal rods in their 

numbering system. (rod - a short bar or stick) Chinese 

mathematicians arranged the rods from right to left in increasing 

powers of ten. (arranged – organized / increase - get bigger / 

power - exponential increase ex. 10³ )  

A poem from Sun Tsu's Arithmetic manual (280 A.D.) described the 

correct alignment of the rods: 

• Units are vertical 

• Tens are horizontal                              

• Hundreds  stand 

• Thousands lie down  
Thus thousands and tens look the same.  

The Chiu Chang Suan Shu (Nine chapters on the Mathematical 

Arts), written between 300 BC and 200 AD, is the oldest surviving 

Chinese math text. 
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The Hindus 

 In 1881, a farmer in the northwest of India near the village of 

Bakhshali unearthed 70 pages of dry birch bark. (birch- a type of 

tree) The text, named the Bakhshali Manuscript (possibly as old as 

the third century AD), was written using an ancient form of 

Sanskrit. The Bakhshali Manuscript includes rules and examples of 

arithmetic, geometry and algebra. The arithmetic includes 

computations involving fractions, interest, profit and loss, and 

square roots.  

The Hindus were also responsible for developing the 10 digit, 

positional numbering system we use today. 

 

The Babylonians 

Using reeds about the size of modern pencils, Babylonians wrote on 

tablets made from damp clay taken from the Tigris and Euphrates 

rivers. (reed- a long, fibrous grass that grows next to lakes and 

rivers / damp- a little wet) Because the clay hardened in a short 

time, they worked quickly, then dried the tablets in the sun or fired 

them in a kiln. (kiln - oven used to make ceramics) Luckily, 

archeologists have discovered over a half million of these ancient 

clay tablets. (over - more than) 

The Babylonians performed the division of  

fractions just like we do today, by multiplying 

the dividend by the reciprocal of the divisor.                                          

                        

 

 
 



ISTITUTO COMPRENSIVO PAOLO VOLPONI-URBINO-ANNO SCOLASTICO 2005-2006 
SELECTED LESSONS IN MATHEMATICS FOR CLIL-F. CARDUCCI 

 

 19

The Mayas 
 
The numbering system used by the Mayan Indians, who lived in 

what is now called Central America and Mexico, was probably the 

world's most economical system. It consisted of only three 

symbols:  

- a dot, representing a pebble, (pebble - a small stone)        

- a bar, representing a stick, and a 

- a snail shell symbol. 

The dot stood for 1, the bar stood for 5, and the snail shell stood 

for zero. (stand for - represent). Unlike ancient Europe and Asia, 

where mathematical progress was the result of significant migration 

of knowledge between cultures, the Mayas were completely 

isolated. Even so, their numbering system incorporated place value 

and the concept of zero as a digit. (even so - nevertheless)  

Besides the Hindus, the Mayas were the only people to 

independently discover zero. (besides - except for) 
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         Leonardo Fibonacci 

      Leonardo of Pisa 

      1170-1250 

 

In the early 1200's, an influential Italian mathematician named 

Fibonacci was one of the strongest advocates for adopting the 

Hindu-Arabic, ten digit numbering system with place value. 

(advocate - promoter) In 1202 he wrote a famous algebra text 

called Liber abaci.  

This book was not only in favor of the Hindu-Arabic numbering 

system, but also included a popular word problem involving the 

"Fibonacci Sequence," a series of numbers with very interesting 

properties observed repeatedly in science and nature including 

areas like plant growth and heredity. Each number of the sequence 

from the third on, is the sum of the two numbers that precede it. A 

number in the Fibonacci sequence (1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13,…) divided 

by the number that comes immediately before it, results in a 

number very close to the Golden Ratio (N phi = 1.618…). The 

higher the number in the sequence, the closer the quotient is to the 

value of phi, a number believed by some (the Pythagoreans for 

example), to have divine properties representing the "word" or 

"signature" of God in nature. 

Modern-day physicists are still discovering the remarkable 

properties of this strange, almost mystical number. 
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These are examples of the Fibonacci sequence in the proportions of 

the phalanges, plant growth, and the "Last Supper" (Leonardo da 

Vinci).    
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Can you find some Fibonacci numbers here? What about a ratio close to phi? 

Hint: use Leonardo’s scale underneath the drawing 
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The Base 10 System 

The base ten system was, and still is today, the most common 

system in  the world, but not  all cultures had a numbering system 

based on 10.  

In some cultures (the Mayas for example), base 5 systems evolved, 

probably from counting with the fingers of one hand. In base 5 

cultures, multiplication was performed using the concept of 

"hands". For example, multiplying by two was two "hands", 

multiplying by three was three "hands", etc.  

Cultures, which adopted a base 10 system included the ancient 

Egyptians, Greeks, Chinese, Hindus, and Arabs. (adopt - use) The 

Babylonians used a base 60 (sexagesimal) system. Just think of the 

units we use for time. 

The concept of decimal fractions was an important breakthrough in 

mathematics. (breakthrough-a discovery that makes a fundamental 

change) 

The modern notation for decimal fractions, using a decimal point to 

separate a whole number on the left from the fractional part of a 

number on the right was first used by Italian mathematicians G.A. 

Magini (1555-1617) and Christoph Clavius (1537-1612). However, 

decimal points did not become popular until used by the famous 

Scottish mathematician, John Napier (1550-1617). 

 

 

 

              

 

Comprehension Check 
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A Short History of Mathematics 

1) The word algebra comes from 

a) Chinese and means "to count". 

b) Hindu and means "rice". 

c) Arabic and means "the reunion of broken parts". 

d) Arabic and means "multiplication". 

2) Egyptian hieratic number systems were 

a) painted on stone. 

b) painted on papyrus. 

c) carved into clay. 

d) cut into wooden boards. 

3) In ancient Greece, the last nine letters of the alphabet 

represented 

a) hundreds. 

b) thousands. 

c) thousands, but only when they had an accent mark. 

d) ones and thousands. 

4) The Chinese represented numbers as 

a) dragons or mice, depending on the year. 

b) rods alternated in horizontal and vertical columns. 

c) seashells, ropes and rods. 

d) lists read from left to right. 

5) The Babylonians  

a) cooked their clay tablets in microwave ovens. 

b) cooked their clay tablets over an open fire. 

c) cooked their clay tablets in special ovens called kilns or dried 

them in the sun. 

d) dried their clay tablets in dark caves. 
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6) Which of these peoples discovered the zero 

   independently ? 

a) The Mayas and Hindus 

b) The Greeks and Romans 

c) The Turks and Babylonians 

d)  The Italians 

True or false 

1) The Mayan number system was based on three symbols. 

                                                        True              False   

 

2) The Greeks used letters of their alphabet with accents to 

represent some numbers.                                      

                                                        True              False   

 

3) The famous algebra text Liber abaci was written by a 

Scottish mathematician in 1555.  

                                                          True              False   

 

4) The Bakhshali Manuscript was discovered by a farmer in 

India. 

                                                        True              False   

  

5)  The number 13 is part of the Fibonacci sequence. 

                                                         True              False   

 

Name______________________ Date__________ Class________               


